
communist manifesto on the state
The Communist Manifesto, authored by Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, presents
a radical critique of capitalist society and offers a vision for a communist
future. Central to this vision is a profound re-examination of the role and
nature of the state. Far from being a neutral arbiter, Marx and Engels argue
that the state, in its historical manifestations, is fundamentally an
instrument of class oppression, serving the interests of the ruling
bourgeoisie. Understanding the communist manifesto on the state is crucial
for grasping the core tenets of Marxist thought and its proposed societal
transformation. This article delves into the historical context of the
manifesto, its analysis of the state as a tool of the bourgeoisie, the
concept of the proletarian state, and the ultimate abolition of the state in
a communist society. We will explore the implications of these ideas for
understanding political power and social change from a Marxist perspective.
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The Historical Context of the Communist
Manifesto

Published in 1848, the Communist Manifesto emerged during a period of intense
social upheaval and burgeoning industrial capitalism across Europe. The
Industrial Revolution had dramatically reshaped societies, creating vast
wealth for a new class of industrialists and capitalists (the bourgeoisie)
while simultaneously engendering widespread poverty and precarious working
conditions for the industrial working class (the proletariat). This stark
economic disparity fueled social unrest and intellectual discourse about the
fundamental structures of society. Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, deeply
immersed in the socialist and revolutionary movements of their time, sought
to provide a theoretical framework that explained these societal dynamics and
offered a path towards a more equitable future. Their analysis was grounded



in the material conditions of society, particularly the economic base upon
which the political and ideological superstructure, including the state, was
built. The Manifesto itself was a direct call to action, aiming to unite the
working classes across nations to overthrow the existing capitalist order.

Understanding the State in the Communist
Manifesto

In the framework of the Communist Manifesto, the concept of the state is not
abstract or apolitical. Instead, it is inextricably linked to the economic
realities and power dynamics of a given historical epoch. Marx and Engels
viewed the state as a product of class society, an entity that arises out of
the irreconcilable conflicts between different social classes. Its primary
function, they argued, is to manage and contain these conflicts in a way that
preserves the existing order. This understanding of the state as an extension
of class interests is a foundational element of their historical materialism.
They did not see the state as an impartial arbiter or a neutral force for the
common good. Rather, its policies, laws, and institutions are shaped by the
dominant economic class, which dictates the direction of society.

The State as an Instrument of Bourgeoisie Domination

The most prominent argument presented in the Communist Manifesto regarding
the state is its role as an instrument of the bourgeoisie. Marx and Engels
contend that in capitalist societies, the state machinery – including the
government, the police, the military, and the legal system – exists to
protect and advance the interests of the capitalist class. This protection
manifests in various ways, such as the enforcement of private property
rights, the suppression of labor movements and strikes, and the creation of
laws that favor capital accumulation. The Manifesto famously states, "The
executive of the modern state is but a committee for managing the common
affairs of the whole bourgeoisie." This powerful assertion highlights the
idea that the state apparatus, far from being a neutral entity, actively
serves the interests of those who control the means of production. The laws
enacted, the taxes levied, and the military deployed all contribute to
maintaining the capitalist system and preventing any fundamental challenge to
bourgeois hegemony. The state, in this view, is not merely an overseer but a
direct participant in the class struggle, albeit on behalf of the ruling
class.

The mechanisms through which the bourgeoisie wield influence over the state
are varied. They can include direct participation in government by
capitalists or their representatives, lobbying efforts, and the shaping of
public opinion through media ownership and ideological dissemination. The
legal framework itself is often designed to legitimize and entrench



capitalist relations. For instance, laws regarding contracts, labor, and
inheritance are all geared towards facilitating the operation of capitalism
and ensuring the perpetuation of bourgeois wealth and power. Even seemingly
universal laws can be seen through this lens, as they ultimately uphold a
system that benefits the bourgeoisie disproportionately. The state,
therefore, becomes a tool for the continuous reproduction of capitalist
exploitation and the suppression of any collective action by the proletariat
that might threaten this established order.

The Proletarian State: A Transitional Phase

Recognizing the entrenched power of the bourgeoisie, the Communist Manifesto
does not envision an immediate leap from capitalist exploitation to a
stateless communist society. Instead, it posits a transitional phase, often
referred to as the "dictatorship of the proletariat." This concept, though
not elaborated in exhaustive detail within the Manifesto itself, implies a
state controlled by the working class. The purpose of this proletarian state
would be to dismantle the existing bourgeois state apparatus and the
capitalist system it supports. It would involve the seizure of the means of
production from the bourgeoisie and their collectivization, transforming
private property into social property. This new state would then be tasked
with suppressing counter-revolutionary attempts by the bourgeoisie and
reorganizing society on socialist principles.

The aim of the dictatorship of the proletariat is to neutralize the power of
the former ruling class and to create the conditions necessary for the
eventual abolition of all class distinctions. This would involve a
significant restructuring of economic and social relations, moving away from
private ownership and toward collective control. The proletariat, as the
oppressed class, would use its state power to enforce this transition,
ensuring that the remnants of the old order could not reassert their
dominance. It is a phase characterized by the exercise of political power by
the previously dispossessed class, a reversal of historical roles intended to
pave the way for a society without classes and, ultimately, without a state.

The Withering Away of the State in Communism

The ultimate goal of the communist revolution, as envisioned in the Communist
Manifesto, is the establishment of a classless society where the state, as an
instrument of oppression, is no longer necessary. Marx and Engels theorized
that once private property and class antagonisms are abolished, the state,
which is inherently tied to these conditions, would gradually "wither away."
In a communist society, where the means of production are owned and
controlled by the community as a whole, there would be no ruling class to
oppress or be oppressed. The functions currently performed by the state, such
as maintaining order and administering resources, would be transformed into



simple administrative tasks carried out by freely associated individuals.

This concept of the "withering away of the state" is a critical aspect of
Marxist theory. It suggests that the state is not an eternal or inherent
feature of human society, but rather a historical phenomenon that will
eventually become obsolete. As class conflict subsides and a new mode of
production based on cooperation and abundance emerges, the need for coercive
state apparatuses would diminish. The Manifesto paints a picture of a society
where individuals are no longer alienated from their labor or from each
other, and where collective decision-making replaces top-down
authoritarianism. The end goal is a truly free and self-governing society,
unburdened by the weight of a repressive state.

Critiques and Interpretations of the Communist
Manifesto on the State

The ideas presented in the Communist Manifesto regarding the state have been
subject to extensive critique and diverse interpretations since its
publication. One of the most significant criticisms revolves around the
feasibility and desirability of the "dictatorship of the proletariat."
Critics argue that any state, even one ostensibly controlled by the working
class, is inherently prone to developing its own bureaucratic and
authoritarian tendencies, potentially leading to new forms of oppression
rather than liberation. Historical attempts to establish proletarian states
have often resulted in totalitarian regimes, raising questions about the
inherent dangers of concentrating power, even with revolutionary intent.

Another area of contention is the notion of the state's "withering away."
Many scholars and political theorists question whether a society completely
devoid of formal state structures is achievable or even sustainable. They
point to the complexities of large-scale societies and the potential for
conflict and disorder that might necessitate some form of governing
authority. Furthermore, the historical interpretation of the state’s role has
evolved, with some arguing that the state can, under certain circumstances,
act as a force for social progress and the regulation of capitalist excesses,
rather than solely as an instrument of class oppression.

Interpretations of the Manifesto's views on the state also vary. Some see the
"dictatorship of the proletariat" as a temporary, democratic transition led
by the majority, while others interpret it as a more authoritarian phase. The
concept of the state's eventual obsolescence is also debated: some view it as
a literal prediction, while others see it as a metaphorical representation of
the dissolution of oppressive power structures in a fully realized communist
society. These diverse critiques and interpretations highlight the enduring
relevance and complexity of the Communist Manifesto's analysis of the state,
sparking continuous debate in political philosophy and practice.



Conclusion: The Legacy of the Communist
Manifesto on the State

The Communist Manifesto's examination of the state remains a pivotal
contribution to political thought, offering a radical critique of power
structures rooted in economic analysis. By identifying the state as a tool of
bourgeois domination, Marx and Engels provided a framework for understanding
how political institutions can perpetuate class inequality and serve the
interests of the ruling elite. Their proposal of a transitional proletarian
state, intended to dismantle the old order and establish collective
ownership, presents a vision of revolutionary change aimed at achieving a
classless society. The ultimate prophecy of the state's "withering away"
signifies the aspiration for a future free from oppression and coercion.
While subject to considerable debate and varied interpretations, the core
arguments of the Communist Manifesto on the state continue to inform
discussions about power, inequality, and the nature of political
organization, leaving an indelible mark on the history of ideas and social
movements.

Frequently Asked Questions

How does the Communist Manifesto view the state's
role in a communist society?
The Communist Manifesto posits that in a communist society, the state, as an
instrument of class oppression, will eventually 'wither away.' Initially, it
envisions a 'dictatorship of the proletariat' where the working class uses
state power to dismantle bourgeois institutions and establish a classless
society. Once class distinctions disappear, the need for a state apparatus to
enforce class rule would also vanish.

What is the Communist Manifesto's critique of the
existing (bourgeois) state?
The Manifesto characterizes the modern 'state' as merely a 'committee for
managing the common affairs of the whole bourgeoisie.' It argues that the
state, in capitalist societies, does not serve the general populace but
rather protects and promotes the interests of the ruling capitalist class
(the bourgeoisie) by maintaining private property and suppressing the
proletariat.

Does the Communist Manifesto advocate for the



immediate abolition of the state?
No, the Communist Manifesto does not advocate for the immediate abolition of
the state. Instead, it proposes a transitional phase: the 'dictatorship of
the proletariat.' This is a period where the working class seizes state power
to carry out the revolutionary transformation, suppress counter-revolution,
and pave the way for a stateless, classless society.

How does the Communist Manifesto connect the concept
of class struggle to the existence of the state?
The Manifesto firmly links the existence of the state to class struggle. It
argues that states have historically emerged and evolved as tools to manage
and resolve, or more accurately, to suppress and contain, the inherent
conflicts between antagonistic social classes. As long as there are classes,
there will be a state to maintain the dominance of the ruling class.

What is the ultimate fate of the state according to
the Communist Manifesto?
The ultimate fate of the state, according to the Communist Manifesto, is its
abolition. Once a communist society is fully established, with the
elimination of private property, class distinctions, and the ensuing social
antagonisms, the need for a coercive state apparatus will cease to exist. It
will be replaced by a system of 'free association' for the administration of
things, rather than the government of persons.

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to the Communist Manifesto and the state, with
descriptions:

1.

The State and Revolution: The Marxist Theory of the
State and the Tasks of the Proletariat
This seminal work by Vladimir Lenin directly addresses the concepts presented
in the Communist Manifesto regarding the nature of the state. Lenin
elaborates on Marx and Engels' ideas, arguing that the state is an instrument
of class oppression and must be overthrown by the proletariat. He outlines
the necessity of a "dictatorship of the proletariat" as a transitional phase
towards communism, where the state apparatus is gradually "withered away."
The book is a foundational text for understanding Marxist-Leninist approaches
to state power.

2.



Capitalism and the State: Marx, Weber, and the
Political Economy
This book explores the intricate relationship between capitalist economic
systems and the role of the state, drawing on the theories of Karl Marx and
Max Weber. It examines how the state, from a Marxist perspective, functions
to maintain and reproduce capitalist relations and protect the interests of
the bourgeoisie. The analysis often contrasts this with Weber's view of the
state's autonomy and its role in rationalization and administration. The book
delves into the historical development of state structures within capitalist
societies.

3.

The Communist Manifesto: A Critical Edition
This is not just a reprint but an in-depth analysis and contextualization of
the original "Communist Manifesto." Critical editions often provide extensive
introductions, annotations, and essays that illuminate the historical,
philosophical, and political background of Marx and Engels' work. They
explain the manifesto's arguments about the inevitability of class struggle,
the role of the bourgeoisie and proletariat, and the ultimate abolition of
private property and the state. Such editions help readers understand the
manifesto's enduring influence and interpretations.

4.

The German Ideology: Part One
While primarily a critique of German post-Hegelian philosophy, "The German
Ideology" lays crucial groundwork for understanding Marx and Engels' mature
views on history, society, and the state. They develop their theory of
historical materialism, arguing that economic conditions, particularly the
mode of production and the resulting class relations, are the fundamental
drivers of historical change. This includes the formation and eventual
obsolescence of the state, seen as an expression of these underlying material
forces. The work critiques idealistic conceptions of the state and society.

5.

The Origins of the Family, Private Property and the
State
Friedrich Engels' influential work, heavily informed by Marx's ideas, traces
the historical evolution of social institutions, including the state. It
argues that the state emerged as a product of class divisions, particularly
with the development of private property and the need to manage societal
conflict. Engels posits that the state is an apparatus for the domination of
one class over others, rather than a neutral entity. The book suggests that
as class antagonisms disappear, the state, as a tool of oppression, will also
wither away.



6.

On Authority
This essay by Friedrich Engels, often published alongside other works,
directly confronts the concept of authority within the context of socialist
revolution and the future communist society. It acknowledges that not all
forms of authority can be abolished, particularly those necessary for the
functioning of complex production processes, such as those found in factories
or on ships. However, it distinguishes between politically imposed authority
by the ruling class and the necessary, functional authority within
cooperative enterprises. The essay grapples with the practicalities of
governance post-revolution.

7.

What is to be Done?
Although primarily focused on the role of a revolutionary vanguard party,
Lenin's "What is to be Done?" has significant implications for the
understanding of the state in revolutionary practice. It argues for the
necessity of a highly organized and disciplined party to lead the proletariat
in its struggle against the bourgeois state. The manifesto's call for the
proletariat to seize state power is implicitly advanced by Lenin's emphasis
on political action and the organization needed to achieve it. The book
highlights the strategic importance of political organization for achieving
revolutionary goals.

8.

State and Capital: Foundations of the Communist
Manifesto
This book likely examines the historical and theoretical foundations upon
which the "Communist Manifesto" was built, focusing specifically on the
interplay between the developing capitalist state and the emergent communist
critique. It would explore how Marx and Engels analyzed the role of the state
in consolidating capitalism, protecting bourgeois property rights, and
facilitating economic expansion. The book would likely trace the intellectual
lineage of their ideas on the state and its relationship to economic
production. It provides a deep dive into the historical context and
intellectual influences.

9.

The Spectre of the Communist Manifesto: The State
and Political Struggle
This title suggests an exploration of how the "Communist Manifesto's" ideas
about the state have haunted and shaped political discourse and struggles
throughout history. It would likely analyze how revolutionary movements and



conservative reactions have both engaged with and been influenced by the
manifesto's call for the overthrow of the existing state and the
establishment of a new form of political organization. The book might examine
the ongoing relevance of these concepts in contemporary political analysis.
It probes the enduring impact of the manifesto's critique of state power.
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